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FIG. 2A
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1
MATERIAL ALIGNER

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application 1s a continuation-in-part application
claiming priority to, and the benefit of, U.S. non-provisional
application entitled “Matenial Aligner” having Ser. No.
16/984,815, filed Aug. 4, 2020, which 1s hereby incorporated
by reference 1n its entirety. This application also claims
priority to, and the benefit of, U.S. non-provisional appli-
cation enfitled “Garment Sleeve Attachment Systems and

Methods™” having Ser. No. 17/190,345, filed Mar. 3, 2021,
which 1s hereby incorporated by reference in 1ts entirety.

BACKGROUND

Maneuvering materials throughout an automated sewing
process 1s a diflicult task due to the flexibility and elasticity
of materials. Materials may become misaligned during the
process, requiring operator interaction. In order to maneuver
material through an automated sewing process there needs to
be an apparatus that can properly align the materials through
the sewing machine without restricting the materials being
fed through the sewing machine to reduce or eliminate the
need for operator assistance.

The subject matter discussed 1n the background section
should not be assumed to be prior art merely as a result of
its mention 1n the background section. Similarly, a problem
mentioned in the background section or associated with the
subject matter of the background section should not be
assumed to have been previously recognized in the prior art.
The subject matter 1n the background section merely repre-
sents different approaches, which 1n and of themselves may
also correspond to implementations of the claimed technol-

OgY.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings 1illustrate various examples
of systems, methods, and embodiments of various other
aspects of the disclosure. Any person with ordinary skills 1n
the art will appreciate that the illustrated element boundaries
(e.g., boxes, groups of boxes, or other shapes) 1n the figures
represent one example of the boundaries. It may be that in
some examples one element may be designed as multiple
clements or that multiple elements may be designed as one
clement. In some examples, an element shown as an internal
component ol one element may be implemented as an
external component 1n another, and vice versa. Furthermore,
clements may not be drawn to scale. Non-limiting and
non-exhaustive descriptions are described with reference to
the following drawings. The components 1n the figures are
not necessarily to scale, emphasis instead being placed upon
illustrating principles. Moreover, 1n the drawings, like ret-

erence numerals designate corresponding parts throughout
the several views.

FI1G. 1 1llustrates an example of a robotic system, accord-
ing to various embodiments of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 2A and 2B illustrate an example of an omni-chain
material aligner, according to various embodiments of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 3A-3C illustrate examples of omni-belt material
aligners, according to various embodiments of the present
disclosure.
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2

FIG. 4 1llustrates an example of a direct spring displace-
ment assembly, according to various embodiments of the

present disclosure.

FIG. 5 illustrates an example of an omni-chain material
aligner with chain displacement, according to wvarious
embodiments of the present disclosure.

FIG. 6 illustrates an example of an omni-chain material
aligner following a seam, according to various embodiments
of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 7A and 7B 1illustrate an example of a pair of
material aligners positioned in an opposed arrangement,
according to various embodiments of the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Disclosed herein are various examples related to manipu-
lation or alignment of material for processing, e.g., 1n the
automated production of sewn or bonded products. The
present disclosure 1s generally related to systems, appara-
tuses, and methods for the manipulation or alignment of
flexible or thmsy material such as, e.g., fabrics or thin films.
For example, an apparatus such as a material aligner can be
used 1n an automated sewing process feed control system for
alignment of the material for processing. The material
aligner can adapt to arbitrary seam shapes or edges during
sewing or bonding of the material. Reference will now be
made 1n detail to the description of the embodiments as
illustrated 1n the drawings, wherein like reference numbers
indicate like parts throughout the several views.

The words “comprising,” “having,” “containing,” and
“including,” and other forms thereof, are intended to be
equivalent 1n meaning and be open ended 1n that an 1tem or
items following any one of these words 1s not meant to be
an exhaustive listing of such item or items, or meant to be
limited to only the listed 1item or items.

It must also be noted that as used herein and 1n the
appended claims, the singular forms “a,” *“an,” and “the”
include plural references unless the context clearly dictates
otherwise. Although any systems and methods similar or
equivalent to those described herein can be used i the
practice or testing of embodiments of the present disclosure,
the preferred systems and methods are now described.

Embodiments of the present disclosure will be described
more fully heremafter with reference to the accompanying
drawings 1n which like numerals represent like elements
throughout the several figures, and in which example
embodiments are shown. Embodiments of the claims may,
however, be embodied 1n many different forms and should
not be construed as limited to the embodiments set forth
herein. The examples set forth herein are non-limiting
examples and are merely examples among other possible
examples.

Referring to FIG. 1, shown 1s an example of a system that
can be used for material manipulation and bonding (e.g.,
sewing, ultrasonic welding, thermal bonding, gluing or other
bonding or joining technology). As 1illustrated 1n the
example of FIG. 1, the system can comprise a robotic system
102, which can include a processor 104, memory 106, an
interface such as, e.g., a human machine interface (HMI)
108, 1/0O device(s) 110, networking device(s) 112, materia
mover(s) 114, secondary operation device(s) 116, a local
interface 118, sensing device(s) 120, an automated sewing or
bonding machine 122, and material aligner(s) 124. The
sensing device(s) 120 can comprise one or more sensor
and/or vision device/camera 126. The automated sewing or
bonding machine 122 includes a sewing machine with at
least one sewing needle at the sewing head as will be
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discussed. In other embodiments, the automated sewing or
bonding machine 122 can include a bonding or joining
apparatus configured to bond the material together using,
¢.g., ultrasonic welding, thermal bonding, gluing or other
bonding or joining technology appropriate for the material.
The robotic system 102 can also include operational
control(s) 128, which can be executed by the robotic system
102 to implement manipulation and/or processing ol mate-
rials. The material aligner(s) 124 can include, but are not
limited to, omni-chain material aligner(s) 130 and omni-belt
material aligner(s) 132. Positioning of a material aligner 124
can be controlled by, e.g., direct spring displacement 134 or
other appropriate positioning device or assembly.

The processor 104 can be configured to decode and
execute any 1nstructions received from one or more other
clectronic devices or servers. The processor can include one
or more general-purpose processors (e.g., INTEL® or
Advanced Micro Devices® (AMD) microprocessors) and/or
one or more special purpose processors (e.g., digital signal
processors or Xilinx® System on Chip (SOC) field pro-
grammable gate array (FPGA) processor). The processor
104 may be configured to execute one or more computer-
readable program instructions, such as program instructions
to carry out any of the functions described 1n this descrip-
tion.

The Memory 106 can include, but 1s not limited to, fixed
(hard) drives, magnetic tape, tloppy diskettes, optical disks,
Compact Disc Read-Only Memories (CD-ROMs), and mag-
neto-optical disks, semiconductor memories, such as ROMs,
Random Access Memories (RAMs), Programmable Read-
Only Memories (PROMSs), Erasable PROMs (EPROMSs),
Electrically Erasable PROMs (EEPROMSs), flash memory,
magnetic or optical cards, or other type of media/machine-
readable medium suitable for storing electronic instructions.
The memory 106 can comprise one or more modules (e.g.,
operational control(s) 128) that can be implemented as a
program executable by processor(s) 104.

The iterface(s) or HMI 108 can accept inputs from users,
provide outputs to the users or may perform both the actions.
In one case, a user can interact with the interface(s) using
one or more user-interactive objects and devices. The user-
interactive objects and devices may comprise user input
buttons, switches, knobs, levers, keys, trackballs, touchpads,
cameras, microphones, motion sensors, heat sensors, inertial
sensors, touch sensors, visual indications (e.g., indicator
lights or meters), audio indications (e.g., bells, buzzers, etc.)
or a combination of the above. Further, the interface(s) can
cither be implemented as a command line mterface (CLI), a
graphical user interface (GUI), a voice mterface, or a web-
based user-interface, at element 108. The interface(s) can
also include combinations of physical and/or electronic
interfaces, which can be designed based upon the environ-
mental setting or application.

The input/output devices or I/O devices 110 of the robotic
system 102 can comprise components used to facilitate
connections of the processor 104 to other devices such as,
¢.g., material mover(s) 114, secondary operation device(s)
116, sensing device(s) 120 and/or the automated sewing or
bonding machine 122 and can comprise one or more serial,
parallel, small system interface (SCSI), universal serial bus
(USB), IEEE 1394 (i.e. Firewire™) connection elements or
other appropriate connection elements.

The networking device(s) 112 of the robotic system 102
can comprise the various components used to transmit
and/or receive data over a network. The networking
device(s) 112 can include a device that can communicate
both mputs and outputs, for mstance, a modulator/demodu-
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4

lator (1.e. modem), a radio frequency (RF) or infrared (IR)
transceiver, a telephonic iterface, a bridge, a router, as well
as a network card, etc.

The maternial mover(s) 114 of the robotic system 102 can
facilitate material manipulation between operations. For
example, the material mover(s) 114 may move, stack, or
position the materials prior to the next operation. In some
embodiments, the material mover(s) 114 may transport
materials into a predetermined alignment or position prior
to, during or after a cutting, sewing, or other operation.

The secondary operation device(s) 116 can include
destacking device(s), stacking device(s), folding device(s),
label manipulation device(s), and/or other device(s) that
assist with the preparation, making and/or finishing of the
sewn product.

The local interface 118 of the robotic system 102 can be,
for example, but not limited to, one or more buses or other
wired or wireless connections, as 1s known 1n the art. The
local interface 118 can have additional elements, which are

omitted for simplicity, such as controllers, buil

ers (caches),
drivers, repeaters, and receivers, to enable communications.
Further, the local interface 118 can include address, control,
and/or data connections to enable appropriate communica-
tions among the components, at element 122.

The sensing device(s) 120 of the robotic system 102 can
facilitate detecting the position or movement of the product
material(s) and inspecting the product material(s) for defects
and/or discrepancies before, during or after a sewing or
cutting operation or other process operation. Further, the
sensing device(s) 120 can facilitate detecting markings on
the product before cutting or sewing the material. A sensing
device 120 can comprise, but 1s not limited to, one or more
sensor and/or vision device/camera 126 such as, e.g., an
RGB camera, an RGB-D camera, a near infrared (NIR)
camera, stereoscopic camera, photometric stereo camera
(single camera with multiple 1llumination options), time of
flight camera, Internet protocol (IP) camera, light-field cam-
era, monorail camera, multiplane camera, rapatronic cam-
era, stereo camera, still camera, thermal 1maging camera,
acoustic camera, rangefinder camera, etc., at element 120.
The RGB-D camera 1s a digital camera that can provide
color (RGB) and depth information for pixels in an 1mage.
The sensing device(s) 120 can also include one or more
motion sensor(s), temperature sensor(s ), humidity sensor(s),
microphone(s), ultrasound device(s), radar or lhidar
device(s), RF receiver(s) and/or other environmental or
clectronic sensor(s). The sensing device(s) 120 can include
an edge sensor or other feedback device such as, e.g., a laser
or fiber optic sensor to locate the edge of the material being
processed. The edge sensor or feedback device may provide
data to determine appropriate adjustments needed to position
the material on the correct processing path.

An automated sewing or bonding machine 122 1s a sewing
or bonding device or system that can include, e.g., a com-
puterized sewing machine or a computerized bonding or
joiing apparatus (e.g., ultrasonic welding, thermal bonding,
gluing or other bonding or joining technology). The auto-
mated sewing or bonding machine 122 can be configured to
sew or otherwise bond or join (e.g., ultrasonic welding) a
perimeter or other path on the material.

Material aligners 124 provide traction 1n one direction to
control positioning of material 1n that direction, while con-
currently allowing movement of the material 1n a perpen-
dicular direction. The material aligner 124 can actively
control the position of the material along an axis in the first
direction. The material aligner 124 can also provide resis-
tance to movement of the material perpendicular to that axis.
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For example, as the material 1s pulled into the sewing or
bonding machine, the resistance can provide tension in the
material. The material aligners 124 can also allow move-
ment of the material 1n directions at other angles than
perpendicular to the first direction of active control. For
instance, the material may be fed to the sewing machine 122
at an angle that 1s not perpendicular to the material aligner
124. Examples of material aligners 124 include, e.g., omni-
chain material aligners 130 and omni-belt material aligners
132. The ommni-chain material aligner 130 comprises a
circular roller chain extending between two or more sprock-
ets. The rollers of the circular roller chain provide traction 1n
a first direction and rolling contact in a second perpendicular
direction. The sprockets can be driven by a motor (e.g., a
stepper motor) to perform active steering control of the
material. Rolling contact and controlled roller pressure
against the material allows for feed control (e.g. tension
control) in the second direction and active steering control 1n
the first direction during sewing or bonding. The omni-belt
material aligner 132 comprises a belt (e.g., an indexed belt,
chain, etc.) with attached perpendicular rollers, which allow
teed control perpendicular to the length of the belt and active
motorized steering control of the material being fed into the
system along the length of the belt, while controlling applied
roller pressure. Direct spring displacement 134 can be used
to manage or control of the pressure applied by the material
aligner 124 (e.g., the omni-chain material aligner 130 or the
omni-belt material aligner 132) onto the matenal to facilitate
control of matenal feeding.

Material aligners 124 can also include, e.g., an omni-belt
material aligner 132, 1n which displacement can be con-
trolled mm order to control the applied pressure of the
omni-belt on the material via torsion of the belt due to belt
tension. Each oflset-belt roller can contribute to the pressure
applied along the full contact length of the material. Dis-
placement of the ommni-belt material aligner 132 can be
controlled 1 order to control the applied pressure of the
omni-belt on the material via the tension 1n the chain. Fach
omni-belt roller can contribute to the pressure applied along
the full contact length of the matenal.

As shown 1n FIG. 1, the robotic system 102 includes
operational control(s) 128 which can control the robotic
system 102, as will be discussed. The operational control(s)
128 can include one or more process modules that can be
executed 1n order to control operation of various compo-
nents of the robotic system 102 such as the automated
sewing or bonding machine 122 and/or the material
aligner(s) 124.

Functioning of the omni-chain material aligner 130 wall
now be discussed with reference to FIGS. 2A and 2B. One
skilled in the art will appreciate that, for this and other
processes and methods disclosed herein, the functions per-
formed 1n the processes and methods may be implemented
in differing order. Furthermore, the outlined steps and opera-
tions are provided as examples, and some of the steps and
operations may be optional, combined 1nto fewer steps and
operations, or expanded into additional steps and operations
without detracting from the essence of the disclosed embodi-
ments.

Referring to FIGS. 2A and 2B, shown 1s an example of an
omni-chain material aligner 130, which includes a roller
chain 203 extending between two sprockets 206 at opposite
ends of a support arm 209. FIG. 2A displays an example of
the omni-chain material aligner 130, which enables rolling
contact and controlled roller pressure against the material to
allow for feed control. The circular roller chain 203 can
comprise a series of spacers 212 which are located between
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the rollers 215 1n the chain 203. In some embodiments, the
circular roller chain 203 can be free of spacers with a chain
or linkage providing the separation between rollers 215.
FIG. 2A shows an example of a portion of the roller chain
203 engaged with one of the sprockets 206. The sprockets
206 can include projections (or “teeth”) 221 distributed
about the circumierence of the sprocket 206 and extending
radially outward to engage with the chain 203.

In the example of FIG. 2B, a distal end of the projections
221 1s shaped to cradle and support the spacers 212 by
extending along opposite sides of the spacers 212. In some
implementations, the projections can interface with the
rollers 215 or the gap between the rollers 213 and the spacers
212. In other embodiments, the sprocket 206 can be con-
figured with continuous sides forming a channel in which
the circular roller chain 203 rests, similar to a traditional
pulley. In some cases, the circular roller chain 203 can be
guided at one end by a channel or track in the support arm
209 and engaged with a single sprocket 206, which can be
driven by a motor 218.

The rollers 215 can have a shape that allows for rotation
with respect to (or about) an axis extending through the
roller 215. The rollers 215 are distributed along the length of
the roller chain 203. For example, the rollers 215 can be
spherical (as shown 1in FIGS. 2A and 2B), ovular, cylindri-
cal, or other appropriate geometry that facilitates rotation
about the rotational axis. The rollers 215 can be attached to
a cable, belt, chain, strap, etc. along the length of the circular
roller chain 203 such that the rotational axis 1s substantially
parallel with the attachment point. This allows the rollers
215 to provide a contact force to be applied to a matenal 1n
a first direction and tension to be applied in a second
perpendicular direction 1n a controlled manner through the
movements of the circular roller chain 203.

In some embodiments, the rollers 215 may be free spin-
ning to not interfere or impede with a material moving
parallel to the roller’s rotation or provide a resistance to
rotation in the direction of sewing (e.g., perpendicular to the
rotational axis of the rollers 215 of the circular roller chain
203 on the sprockets 206). Within the rollers 215 of the
circular roller chain 203 and the spacers 212 can be a flexible
cable running therethrough. In some embodiments, the flex-
ible cable may be omitted, and the spacers 212 and rollers
215 may be interconnected 1n another manner such as being
coupled together by various joints. For example, the spacers
212 can be flexibly connected with the adjacent rollers 215
by pins that allow the roller chain 203 to rotate about the
sprockets 206.

The rollers 2135 1n the circular roller chain 203 can be
textured (e.g., comprising grooves, bumps, indents, etc.), or
coated or wrapped with a coating or layer, to provide friction
with the material. In some embodiments, the rollers 215 can
comprise a low Iriction core (e.g., stainless steel) with a
layer or coating (which can be textured or have other
oripping properties) disposed on the roller surface that
enhances the friction of the rollers 215. The coating or layer
can be formed 1in a band around the roller 215 to improve
contact with the material as the roller rotates about the
rotational axis. The coating or layer can have a rnibbed or
toothed profile to enhance contact. In some embodiments,
the rollers 215 can comprise a hub or bearing with a contact
clement (e.g., a rubber tire or other contact material) secured
around the hub. FIG. 2B 1illustrates an example of a spherical
roller 215 icluding a contact element 224 surrounding a
hub 227.

The sprockets 206 are connected at relative positions on
the support arm 209 1n order to support and provide a guide
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for the circular roller chain 203 to extend along the first
direction while allowing the rollers 215 connected to the
sprockets 206 to freely spin. The distal end of the projections
ol the sprockets 206 can include a recess that can mesh with
the spacers 212 to hold the circular roller chain 203 in
alignment on the sprocket 206, while allowing the rollers
215 to still rotate when engaged. At least one sprocket 206
1s driven by a motor 218 to perform active steering control,
which may be used for edge alignment during an automated
sewing process. In some embodiments, additional end effec-
tors may be used in order to move the matenal through the
omni-chain material aligner 130 1n a motion perpendicular
to the roller chain 203 while allowing the ommni-chain
material aligner 130 to provide the direction (either left or
right) for the matenal.

Functioning of the ommni-belt material aligner 132 wall
now be discussed with reference to FIG. 3A. One skilled in
the art will appreciate that, for this and other processes and
methods disclosed herein, the functions performed in the
processes and methods may be implemented in differing
order. Furthermore, the outlined steps and operations are
provided as examples, and some of the steps and operations
may be optional, combined into fewer steps and operations,
or expanded into additional steps and operations without
detracting from the essence of the disclosed embodiments.

FIG. 3A shows an example of an omni-belt material
aligner 132. The omni-belt material aligner 132 comprises a
belt 303 with attached perpendicular rollers 306 which allow
feed control and active motorized steering control of the
material being fed into the system, while controlling applied
roller pressure. In some embodiments, the belt 303 may be
one of a plurality of types of belts such as, e.g., a timing belkt,
indexed belt, round belt, or tlat belt. The belt 303 may also
be a plurality of belts, or some combination of types of belts
with the rollers m-between or outside the belts. In some
embodiments, the belt may be replaced with one or more
types of chains, such as linked member chains, bike chains,
etc. or some combination of different types of chains.

Functioning of the omni-belt material aligner 132 will
now be discussed with reference to FIGS. 3B and 3C. One
skilled 1n the art will appreciate that, for this and other
processes and methods disclosed herein, the functions per-
formed 1n the processes and methods may be implemented
in differing order. Furthermore, the outlined steps and opera-
tions are provided as examples, and some of the steps and
operations may be optional, combined into fewer steps and
operations, or expanded 1nto additional steps and operations
without detracting from the essence of the disclosed embodi-
ments.

FIGS. 3B and 3C illustrate an example of the omni-belt
material aligner 132, which includes a belt 303 (e.g., a
timing belt, flat belt, etc.) and a series of rollers 306 atlixed
to the belt 303 1n an offset fashion along one side of the belt
303. Force (arrow 309 of FIG. 3C) can be applied to the
material by the omni-belt material aligner 132 through the
rollers 306. Positioning the omni-belt material aligner 132 to
press the rollers 306 against the material causes the belt 303
to twist, which acts as a spring to maintain the force on the
material. Increasing the belt tension can increase the force
produced by the twisting of the belt 303. In some embodi-
ments, each roller 306 can be spring or mass loaded 1ndi-
vidually or 1n groups to press against the material. In other
embodiments, the rollers 306 can be aflixed in a position
over (or vertically offset from) the belt 303 such that

pressure on a roller 306 does not impart a twist on the belt
303.
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Support and positioning of the omni-belt material aligner
132 can be provided by, e.g., the translation system 312
shown 1n FIGS. 3B and 3C or the translation system 406
shown 1n FIG. 4. The translation system 312 can control up
and down movement of the omni-belt material aligner 132
in 1 the 7 direction (arrow 318) and, 1n some implemen-
tations, planar movement 1n the XY directions (arrows 3135)
as 1llustrated. The amount of pressure applied to the material
can be controlled by the force applied to the rollers 306,
which are oflset from the belt 303, causing the belt 303 to
twist.

FIG. 3C includes a cross-sectional view of an end of the
omni-belt material aligner 132. The rollers 306 can be linked
together on the belt 303 1n order to provide rolling contact
and control of the material. As shown, the series of rollers
306 can be connected to the belt 303 through, e.g., support
frames or links 321 that can be detachably attached to the
belt 303. The rollers 306 arec free to spin 1n one direction
(e.g., perpendicular to the axial length of the support arm
324) and are constrained in the direction along the axial
length of the support arm 324. Each roller 306 contributes
pressure along the contact length of the material, which 1s
accomplished via torsion of the belt 303 as previously
described. The belt 303 can be a timing belt that includes
teeth that can engage with a sprocket or gear driven by a
motor 327 for active steering and control of the matenal.

Contact pressure can be applied to the material via the
rollers through a variety of methods. For example, active
control such as, e.g., pneumatic or electrical position control
and passive control such as, e.g., direct spring displacement
can be implemented to adjust or maintain the contact pres-
sure to the material. Functioning of direct spring displace-
ment will now be discussed with reference to FIG. 4. One
skilled 1n the art will appreciate that, for this and other
processes and methods disclosed herein, the functions per-
formed in the processes and methods may be implemented
in differing order. Furthermore, the outlined steps and opera-
tions are provided as examples, and some of the steps and
operations may be optional, combined into fewer steps and
operations, or expanded into additional steps and operations
without detracting from the essence of the disclosed embodi-
ments.

FIG. 4 1llustrates an example of a direct spring displace-
ment assembly 134 that can be used for controlling the force
applied to the material through the material aligner 124 with
direct spring displacement 134. In the example of FIG. 4, an
omni-chain material aligner 130 (without the circular roller
chain 203) 1s shown {for illustration. Control of the force
applied by the maternial aligner 124 onto the material aflects
the contact that the material experiences. The amount of
contact pressure that the material experiences can aflect the
tension of the material as it 1s pulled by the sewing machine
perpendicularly to the material aligner 124 (see arrow 403).

As 1llustrated in FIG. 4, the assembly can include a
translation system 406 that can support and position the
maternial aligner 124. The translation system 406 shown in
FIG. 4 can produce XYZ motion in which the XY motion 1s
planar motion and the Z motion 1s up and down motion. The
translation system can be controlled (e.g., through pistons,
cylinders, linear motors, etc.) to position the material aligner
124 on the matenal for processing. The material aligner 124
can be pressed against the material with the aid of a spring
409, which may be set or controlled to apply a desired force
onto the maternal being controlled. This embodiment would
have the advantage ol being independent from material
height since the force 1s no longer depended on the displace-
ment 412 of the spring 409. The force applied by the spring
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409 may be adjusted using, €.g., a screw-type linear motor
which can vary compression of the spring 409 against the
material aligner 124. In some embodiments, a powered
device such as, e.g., a pneumatic piston, electric solenoid or
other appropriate mechanism to apply a controlled force
which may be used as a substitute for the spring 409 to press
the material aligner 124 down on the matenal.

Functioning of the chain tension displacement for a
material aligner 124 will now be discussed with reference to
FIG. 5. One skilled 1n the art will appreciate that, for this and
other processes and methods disclosed herein, the functions
performed 1n the processes and methods may be imple-
mented 1n differing order. Furthermore, the outlined steps
and operations are provided as examples, and some of the
steps and operations may be optional, combined into fewer
steps and operations, or expanded into additional steps and
operations without detracting from the essence of the dis-
closed embodiments.

FI1G. 5 15 a cross-sectional view 1llustrating an example of
chain displacement 1n a material aligner 124 (e.g., an omni-
chain material aligner 130) to account for shape variations.
In the embodiment of FIG. 5, the omni-chain material
aligner 130 comprises a circular roller chain 203 extending
between two sprockets 206 mounted to a support arm 609.
The rollers 215 of the circular roller chain 203 provide
traction 1n one direction in line with the circular roller chain
203 and rolling contact 1n a perpendicular direction. The
sprockets 206 can be driven by a motor to perform active
steering control of the material. The support arm 609 can be
shaped with a curved recess 518 along the lower edge to
allow the roller chain 203 extending across the opening of
the recess to flex upward. For example, the work surface 621
can be a curved surface that aids 1n the sewing a seam by the
automated sewing or bonding machine 122. With the mate-
rial positioned on the curved work surface 621, the circular
roller chain 203 can be pressed onto the matenal to provide
the active steering control. Each roller 215 on the chain 203
contributes pressure along the contact length of the material.

Support and positioning of the ommni-chain material
aligner 130 can be provided by, e.g., a translation system 612
that can produce Z motion, planar XY motion, or a combi-
nation of both. Vertical displacement (Z motion) of the
maternal aligner 1s represented by arrow 603. The circular
roller chain 203 can be positioned on the material by
lowering the ommni-chain material aligner 130 onto the
material on the curved work surface 6135. As the omni-chain
material aligner 130 1s lowered, the pressure (arrow 606)
applied to the material by the circular roller chain 203 can
vary as the position of the material aligner 1s changed. The
embodiment of FIG. 5 provides additional flexibility of the
chain to provide the ability to control material over curved
or flexed surfaces. The slack 1n the chain can be adjusted to
provide the appropriate flexibility for a curved surface and
provide control of a matenal over a flat surface. In some
implementations, the chain slack can be controlled by vary-
ing the distance between the sprockets 206 by repositioning
one or more of the sprockets 206.

Operation of a material aligner 124 will now be discussed
with reference to FIG. 6. One skilled in the art will appre-
ciate that, for this and other processes and methods disclosed
herein, the functions performed in the processes and meth-
ods may be implemented 1n differing order. Furthermore, the
outlined steps and operations are provided as examples, and
some of the steps and operations may be optional, combined
into fewer steps and operations, or expanded into additional
steps and operations without detracting from the essence of
the disclosed embodiments.
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FIG. 6 shows an example of the ommi-chain material
aligner 130 of FIG. 5 following a seam that 1s being fed into
a sewing machine 122. While this example discusses opera-
tion of the ommi-chain material aligner 130, 1t 1s also
applicable to the omni-belt material aligner 132. As the seam
1s sewn by the sewing needle, the material can be pulled
through the sewing machine 122 by a feed mechamism. In
some embodiments, movement of the material through the
sewing machine 122 may be provided by an end eflector,
actuator, or by some other material mover 114. With the
material laying on the work surface 315 (curved or other-
wise), the circular roller chain 203 can be positioned on the
material to provide a desired force against the matenal.
Contact pressure can be applied to the material via the rollers
215.

Movement of the circular roller chain 203 on the sprock-
cts 206 can reposition the material on the work surface
during the sewing process. By rotating the circular roller
chain, the material can be made to change 1ts angle with
respect to the sewing machine feed direction and or shift
along the first direction extending along the material aligner
124. Shifting the material side-to-side can change the angle
that the material 1s supplied to the sewing needle, which
allows the seam to be sewn along a curved or nonlinear path.
Adjustment of the material position can be based upon a
tracking feature (e.g., the seam or other optically or
mechanically detectable feature of the matenal) that can be
detected by the sensing device(s) 120 of the robotic system
102 (FIG. 1). One or more material aligners 124 can be
utilized to facilitate following the tracking feature as 1t 1s
related to stitching or adhering another material to the
surface of the material(s). For example, for materials already
joined together with a seam, laying open and flat on the work
surface 515 (with the seam facing the surface 513 or facing
away from the surface 515), the sewing path can be con-
trolled by tracking the seam in the matenal.

In some 1implementations, two or more material aligners
124 can be arranged to control alignment of different pieces
of material for bonding, attachment, or other operations.
Referring to FIGS. 7A and 7B, shown 1s an example of a pair
of matenial aligners 124 (e.g., omni-chain material aligners
130 or omni-belt material aligners 132) positioned 1n an
opposed configuration. This arrangement of opposing mate-
rial aligners 124 can be used to control positioning of two
pieces of maternial as they are being fed into a system for
processing. For example, the material aligners 124 can
maintain proper alignment of the material being fed to an
automated sewing or bonding machine 122 for joining
together or attachment to another component through, e.g.,
sewing, ultrasonic welding, thermal bonding, gluing or other
bonding or joining technology. FIGS. 7A and 7B are per-
spective and side views 1llustrating top and bottom ommni-
belt material aligners 132a and 1325 on opposite sides of a
ply separator 708.

The omni-chain matenial aligners 130 can comprise a
circular roller chain 203 extending between two or more
sprockets 206 (FIG. 2A). The rollers 215 of the circular
roller chain 203 provide traction in a first direction and
rolling contact 1n a second perpendicular direction. Rolling
contact and controlled roller pressure against the material
allows for feed control (e.g. tension control) in the second
direction and active steering control in the first direction
during sewing or bonding. The sprockets can be driven by a
motor (e.g., a servomotor or stepper motor) to perform
active steering control of the matenal.

The ommni-belt material aligners 132 can include rollers
306 linked together on a belt 303 to provide rolling contact
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and control of the material. As shown 1n FIG. 3C, the series
of rollers 306 can be connected to the belt 303 through, e.g.,
support frames or links 321 that can be detachably attached
to the belt 303. The rollers 306 are free to spin 1n one
direction (e.g., perpendicular to the axial length of the
support arm 324) and are constrained 1n the direction along
the axial length of the support arm 324. Each roller 306
contributes pressure along the contact length of the material,
which 1s accomplished via torsion of the belt 303 as previ-
ously described. The belt 303 can be driven by a motor (e.g.,
a servomotor or stepper motor) to perform active steering
control of the material.

The material aligners 124 can maintain proper alignment
of pieces of material being fed to a bonding or joining
apparatus for sewing or bonding the material together or to
another item. Alignment of the material can be accom-
plished using the bottom and top material aligners 124 (13254
and 132a, respectively). In some embodiments, a ply sepa-
rator 308 can be located between the top and bottom material
aligners 132a and 13254. The ply separator 308 can be, e.g.,
a plate that can separate first and second layers of material
allowing the top and bottom material aligners 132q and 1325
to act on a single layer of material while reducing 1ts eflects
on the other layer of material. The ply separator 308 can
comprise two planar or contoured surfaces. For example, a
first ply or piece of material can be fed between the bottom
material aligner 13256 and a lower surface of the ply sepa-
rator 308 and a second ply or piece of matenal can be fed the
top material aligner 132a and an upper surtace of the ply
separator 308. The material aligners 124 can provide traction
in one direction to control positioning of the material in that
direction, while concurrently allowing movement of the
material mm a perpendicular direction. For example, the
material aligners 132q¢ and 1325 can comprise a series of
rollers that operate as idlers in the feed direction of the
sewing or bonding machine 122, while providing controlled
movement of the material.

In the example of FIGS. 7A and 7B, movement of the
rollers about the bottom material aligner 13256 can shift the
first piece of material from side-to-side on the bottom
surface of the ply separator 308 and the top material aligner
132a can shift the second piece of material from side-to-side
on the top surface of the ply separator 308 to keep the pieces
of matenial aligned or in the proper position during the
joimng (e.g., sewing or bonding) process as the pieces of
material are feed into the joining head. For example, edges
of two pieces of material can be aligned using the material
aligners 132a and 13256 based upon signals from edge or
other sensors.

In some cases, the material aligners 1324 and/or 13256 can
be repositioned to allow the material to be loaded 1nto
position between the material aligner 132a or 1325 and the
ply separator 308. For instance, an actuator can retract the
maternial aligner 132a or 1325 away from the ply separator
308 to loading of the matenial and return the material aligner
to secure or position the material during processing. Posi-
tioming of the material aligners 132a and 1326 against the
material or away from the ply separator 308 can be provided
by pneumatic, servo or other appropriate actuator. The
actuators can also adjust pressure applied through the rollers
of the material aligners. The supports or translation systems
for the material aligners are not shown for illustration
pUrposes.

In FIGS. 7A and 7B, the top and bottom material aligners
132a and 13256 are positioned with their lengths substantially
aligned. As 1llustrated, the material aligners 132a and 1325
are positioned 1n a common plane with the rollers 306 on the
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bottom side of the top material aligner 132a adjacent to the
rollers 306 on the top side of the bottom material aligner
132b. The matenal aligners 132a and 1325 can be substan-
tially perpendicular to the surface of the ply separator 308
(as 1llustrated 1n FIGS. 7A and 7B) or can be positioned at
an angle with respect to the surface of the ply separator 308.
For example, one or both of the material aligners 132q
and/or 1325 can be tipped (e.g., either towards and/or away
from the sewing or bonding machine 122) for access or other
purposes. In addition, the maternial aligners 132aq and 1325
can be oflset or staggered from each other. For instance, top
material aligner 132a can be positioned at one edge of the
ply separator 308 (e.g., closer to the sewing or bonding
machine 122) and the bottom material aligner 1325 can be
positioned at the other edge of the ply separator 308 (e.g.,
further away from the sewing or bonding machine 122).

In some implementations, a ply separator 308 may not be
included between the top and bottom material aligners 132a
and 1325b. The first and second pieces of material can be held
between the top and bottom maternal aligners 132a and 1325
with the matenial plies 1n contact with each other. The pieces
of material can slide against each other allowing the top and
bottom material aligners 132aq and 1325 to independently
adjust their positions. Edge sensors can be used to monitor
the positioning and alignment of the material. For example,
the edge sensors can include a fiber optic array, vision
device, mechanical sensor, or other appropnate sensor. The
edge sensors can monitor the locations of the material edges,
which can be used to control the material aligners 132a and
13256 to maintain the edges 1n the proper position.

In some embodiments, a guide can partially surround a
material aligner 124 to guide the material into or through the
material aligner 124. For example, a guide can be provided
to assist 1n loading a piece of material between one of the
material aligners 132q or 1325 and the ply separator 308. As
a piece ol material 1s provided at one end of the material
aligner over the guide, the material aligner 132q or 1325 can
engage with the material to pull 1t over the guide and
between the ply separator 308 and the material aligner. The
material aligner 132a or 1326 can position the piece of
maternial for processing. The guide can be configured to feed
the material between the material aligner and ply separator
to avoid or prevent bunching during processing.

It should be emphasized that the above-described embodi-
ments of the present disclosure are merely possible
examples of implementations set forth for a clear under-
standing of the principles of the disclosure. Many variations
and modifications may be made to the above-described
embodiment(s) without departing substantially from the
spirit and principles of the disclosure. All such modifications
and variations are intended to be included herein within the
scope ol this disclosure and protected by the following
claims.

The term “‘substantially” 1s meant to permit deviations
from the descriptive term that don’t negatively impact the
intended purpose. Descriptive terms are implicitly under-
stood to be modified by the word substantially, even 1f the
term 1s not explicitly modified by the word substantially.

It should be noted that ratios, concentrations, amounts,
and other numerical data may be expressed herein 1n a range
format. It 1s to be understood that such a range format 1s used
for convemence and brevity, and thus, should be interpreted
in a flexible manner to include not only the numerical values
explicitly recited as the limits of the range, but also to
include all the individual numerical values or sub-ranges
encompassed within that range as 1f each numerical value
and sub-range 1s explicitly recited. To illustrate, a concen-
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tration range of “about 0.1% to about 5% should be
interpreted to include not only the explicitly recited concen-
tration of about 0.1 wt % to about 5 wt %, but also include
individual concentrations (e.g., 1%, 2%, 3%, and 4%) and
the sub-ranges (e.g., 0.5%, 1.1%, 2.2%, 3.3%, and 4.4%)
within the indicated range. The term “about” can include
traditional rounding according to significant figures of

. 22

numerical values. In addition, the phrase “about ‘x’ to ‘y
includes “about °x’ to about ‘y’”.

Theretfore, at least the following 1s claimed:

1. An apparatus for adjusting the position of materials
during processing, comprising:

first and second material aligners each comprising:

a material contact loop comprising rollers distributed
about a length of the matenal contact loop, the rollers
configured to rotate about a rotational axis substan-
tially parallel to the material contact loop;

a support arm comprising a plurality of loop guides, the
material contact loop positioned over the plurality of
loop guides; and;

a loop drniver coupled to at least one loop guide of the
plurality of loop guides, the loop driver configured to
control rotation of the material contact loop about the
plurality of loop guides and along a length of the
support arm, while allowing rotation of the rollers
about the rotational axis;

where the first and second material aligners are positioned

with the length of the first material aligner substantially
parallel with the length of the second material aligner,
and the rollers along one side of the support arm of the
first material aligner are adjacent to the rollers along
one side of the support arm of the second material
aligner opposite the first material aligner.

2. The apparatus of claim 1, comprising a ply separator
positioned between the one side of the first material aligner
and the one side of the second material aligner.

3. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein the ply separator
comprises a first planar surface adjacent to the rollers along
the one side of the first material aligner and a second planar
surface adjacent to the rollers along the one side of the
second material aligner.

4. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein a length of the ply
separator 1s substantially parallel with the lengths of the first
and second material aligners.

5. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein the first and second
material aligners are offset from each other on opposite sides
of the ply separator.

6. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein the ply separator
comprises a mounting support extending from one end of the
ply separator.

7. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the material contact
loop of the first material aligner 1s substantially parallel with
the material contact loop of the second material aligner.

8. The apparatus of claim 7, wherein the material contact
loops of the first and second material aligners are positioned
in a common plane.

9. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the material contact
loop 1s a roller chain, and the rollers comprise rollers
separated by spacers about the length of the circular roller
chain.

10. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the rollers and
spacers are secured 1n series to form the circular roller chain.

11. The apparatus of claim 10, wherein the rollers and
spacers are secured by a cable extending through the rota-
tional axis of the rollers and through the spacers.
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12. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the material contact
loop comprises a belt, where the rollers are oflset from and
secured to the belt by a support structure.

13. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein the support
structure 1s detachably attached to the belt.

14. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein a coating or
contact layer 1s disposed on an outer surface of the rollers.

15. A system for transporting and sewing material, com-
prising:

a sewing or bonding machine configured to join pieces of

material;

first and second maternial aligners each comprising:

a material contact loop comprising rollers distributed
about a length of the material contact loop;

a support arm comprising a plurality of loop guides, the
material contact loop positioned over the plurality of
loop guides; and;

a loop drniver coupled to at least one loop guide of the
plurality of loop guides, the loop driver configured to
control rotation of the material contact loop about the
plurality of loop guides and along a length of the
support arm;

where the first and second material aligners are positioned

with the length of the first material aligner substantially
parallel with the length of the second material aligner,
and the rollers along one side of the support arm of the
first material aligner are adjacent to the rollers along
one side of the support arm of the second material
aligner opposite the first material aligner; and

where rotation of the matenial contact loop about the

support arm of the first material aligner repositions a
first piece ol material 1n contact with the rollers along
the one side of the first material aligner and rotation of
the material contact loop of the second material aligner
repositions a second piece of material in contact with
the rollers along the one side of the second material
aligner.

16. The system of claim 15, comprising a ply separator
positioned between the one side of the first material aligner
and the one side of the second material aligner, the first piece
of material between the rollers along the one side of the
support arm of the first material aligner and a first side of the
ply separator and the second piece of material between the
rollers along the one side of the support arm of the second
matenal aligner and a second side of the ply separator.

17. The system of claim 135, wherein rotation of the
material contact loop of the first material aligner repositions
the first piece of material along a length of the ply separator,
and the rollers allow free movement of the material perpen-
dicular to the length of the ply separator.

18. The system of claim 135, wherein rotation of the
material contact loop of the second material aligner reposi-
tions the second piece of material along a length of the ply
separator, and the rollers allow free movement of the mate-
rial perpendicular to the length of the ply separator.

19. The system of claim 15, wherein the material contact
loop 1s a circular roller chain, and the rollers comprise rollers
separated by spacers about the length of the circular roller
chain.

20. The system of claim 15, wherein the material contact

loop comprises a belt, where the rollers are oflset from and
secured to the belt by a support structure.
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